
WILLgNGEN AND THE SHIFT IN MISSION

b y

D o n a l d M c G a v r a n

The factors which have transformed modern missions of the ecumenical

variety, though they began before Willingen (1953), were there first clearly
L e t u s o b s e r v e t h e m .s e e n .

The meet ing was held e ight years af ter the end of the most destruct ive

war ever to be waged and in Germany which had been devastated,

risen in the postwar years to an apogee of power,

missions banished, and the Churches suppressed,

a n d n o o n e k n e w w h a t n a t i o n w o u l d s u f f e r n e x t .

C o m m u n i s m h a d

China had been captured.

K o r e a w a s b e i n g c r u c i fi e d

T h e a t o m i c b a l a n c e o f t e r r o r

was new enough to be terr i fy ing. European empires had collapsed and every

year brought news of some wealthy and populous possession "throwing off the

yoke of Eurican control" and becoming an independent, sovereign nation.

Hindus were saying that Chr is t ians in India would soon be l ike the Jews in

S o m e

Germany. Islam and Buddhism were manifesting anew aggressiveness,

in his great address wel l voiced the mood.

M a x W a r r e n

H e r e a t W i l l i n g e n c l o u d s a n d t h i c k d a r k n e s s s u r r o u n d t h e c i t y a n d w e k n o w
wi th comp le te ce r ta in ty [ i t a l i os m ine DM] tha t the mos t tes t i ng days o f the
C h r i s t i a n m i s s i o n i n o u r g e n e r a t i o n l i e j u s t a h e a d ( G o o d a l l , M i s s i o n s U n d e r
T h e C r o s s , 1 9 5 3 : 4 0 ) .

Missionary leaders of the conquering countries and of conquered

G e r m a n y a s s e m b l e d t o g e t h e r i n t h i s c l o u d a n d t h i c k d a r k n e s s t o a s k w h a t i sM
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t h e m i s s i o n o f t h e C h u r c h . T h e o l o g i c a l l y , i . e . b e f o r e G o d , w h a t s h o u l d t h e

Church be doing? Leaders of the Churches in the newly independent nat ions

were demanding that they be considered peers of the Euricans. ' M i s s i o n ' h a d

t o b e t h e o l o g i c a l l y d e fi n e d i n r e l a t i o n t o ' C h u r c h ' s o t h a t A f e r i c a s i a n

Churches which had been subordinate to missions and hence to Eurican Churches,

could be recognized as equals.

T h e n e w t h e o l o g y o f m i s s i o n h a d s e v e r a l t a s k s . F i r s t , i t h a d t o

enab le c lass ica l gospe l -p ropaga t ing m iss ion to be ca r r ied ou t i n the face o f

the col lapse of European empires. Second , i t had to recogn ize A fe r i cas ian

denominat ions as equal to Eur ican. T h i r d , i t h a d t o a f fi r m t h a t m i s s i o n w a s

no t exc lus i ve ly f rom Chr i s t i an Eur i ca to pagan A fe r i cas ia , bu t ra the r was f rom

C h r i s t i a n s e a s t a n d w e s t t o n o n - C h r i s t i a n w e s t a n d e a s t .

Furthermore, the ecumenical movement was drawing Churches closer

t o g e t h e r . Some leaders of younger Churches in each land were pressing for a

merger of weak, younger Churches, each subordinate to i ts founding mission.

into one body able to meet the sending boards as apeer and astrong.

c o n t i n u i n g C h u r c h . Should the In ternat iona l Miss ionary Counc i l become the

Division of World Mission and Evangel ism of the World Counci l of Churches?

Would this make the World Counci l missionary? O r r a t h e r d i v e r t t h e r e s o u r c e s

Was there any way of harmonizingof the miss ions to var ious church ly tasks?

the mission of the Church which was concerned with evangelizing the world and

discipling the nations, with other duties and responsibil it ies of the Church?

Were the missionary societies only the evangelistic committees of the Churches?*

*Missions Under the Cross by Norman Goodall, the Willingen addresses
and repo r t s , i s asp lend id documen t . I t makes one p roud to be apa r t o f t he
missionary movement. It portrays the wide, ranging nature of classical mission
-wh ich un fo r tuna te ly we cannot spare t ime to en joy, as we focus a t ten t ion on
t h e t h e o l o g y o f m i s s i o n .
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With all these questions in the air, it became obvious that answers

should be based, not on personal predilection or the accidents o£ history,
but on biblical and theological grounds.
M e n s a i d t h a t

Needed was atheology of missions,

the most distinctive theological insights of our time, could

contribute to the reformulation of atheology of mission" (p, 11).

held that theology itself must be reformulated in the light of the missionary

O t h e r s

enterprise -the presentation of the Gospel to hundreds of millions of men

of other religions and no religion.

Willengen assembled under the International Missionary Council,

appeared to be talking throughout, in all its addresses and discussions, of
c l a s s i c a l m i s s i o n .

I t

The 'mission' which delegates had in mind was that of

proclaiming Christ throughout the world by word and deed and persuading
to become His disciples and responsible members of His Church,

did not know of the massive swing away from classical mission in the last

m e n

A p e r s o n w h o

fifteen years, were he to read Missions Under the Cross, would conclude that

the missionary enterprises it was speaking about had the same goal they had

been aiming at during the preceding hundred and fifty years.

Bu t when read i n t he l i gh t o f t he even ts o f t he l as t fi f t een y e a r s ,

it is clear that at Willingen the swing away from classical mission had begun.
Let us note some of these beginnings. 'Mission' begins there to be interpreted

not merely as 'worldwide evangelistic obedience' but as "bringing all things

into captivity to Him" (p. 192). C h r i s t i a n s a r e s u m m o n e d " t o c o m e f o r t h f r o m

the securities which are no more secure, and from boundaries of accepted duty
t o o n a r r o w f o r t h e L o r d o f a l l t h e e a r t h . "

Reinhold Von Thadden, who had suffered much under totalitarianism, said.

The Church...exists for the world A C h u r c h u n d e r t h e C r o s s s h o u l d b e t h e
l o y a l p r o te c to r w h o v e n tu r e s i n t o t h e d a n g e r p o i n t s o f t h e w o r l d ' s a f f a i r s ,
who does not shr ink f rom touching hot i ron (p. 62) .
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Less l ie Newb ig in sa id . 'Our hope is no th ing e lse than tha t in Chr is t a l l

things in heaven and earth should be reconciled, summed up" (p. 111),

speakers stressed again and again that God is King and Lord.

O t h e r

H i s w i l l

p r e v a i l s i n a l l t h i n g s . The sovereignty of God was advanced in those dark

times as the sure foundation of the missionary enterprise -and the missionary

enterpr ise began to be interpreted in many ways. T h e m i s s i o n w a s G o d ' s , n o t

m a n ' s - a n d i n c l u d e d a l l G o d w a n t e d d o n e ! I t c o u l d n o t f a i l . E v e n w h e n i t

a p p e a r e d t o f a i l - a s i n t h e c r o s s i t s e l f - G o d w a s a t w o r k t u r n i n g d e f e a t

i n t o g l o r i o u s v i c t o r y . The t i t le o f the book, Miss ions Under the Cross,

reflec ts t he g loom, confidence , and theo logy o f t ha t con fe rence .

On the b road founda t ion jus t men t ioned - tha t a l l t h ings in heaven

and earth will be summed up in Christ -many other structures than discipling

A t W i l l i ngen , t he beg inn ings o f t hese bu i l d i ngst h e n a t i o n s c o u l d b e b u i l t .

c a n b e d i s c e r n e d . W i l l i n g e n c o u l d n o t k n o w t h a t t h o s e w h o w o u l d c o n t r o l t h e

Div is ion o f Wor ld Miss ion and Evangel ism in the s ix t ies would car ry these

b e g i n n i n g s v e r y m u c h f a r t h e r - s o f a r i n f a c t t h a t t h e b u i l d i n g d e d i c a t e d t o

"br ing ing nat ions to fa i th and obedience" would be complete ly overshadowed.

When the miss ion o f the Church i s in te rp re ted as "b r ing ing a l l th ings

i n c a p t i v i t y t o H i m , the door is opened wide to maintain that God is working

through the revolut ionary processes of our day and the mission of the Church

i s p rec i se l y t o ass i s t t h i s r evo lu t i on , r a the r t han to b r i ng men , who have

fa i th in Jesus Chrs i t , th rough bap t i sm in to H is Church . W h e n C h r i s t i a n s a r e

summoned ' to come forth from the boundaries of accepted duty too narrow for

the Lo rd o f a l l t he ea r th , ' t he doo r i s opened to rega rd bap t i z i ng pen i ten t

sinners as anarrow duty and picketing liquor stores (for example) as more

IVhen, in talking about the mission of the Church, we

i t i s o n l y n a t u r a l , i n d a y s o f

acceptable to Him.

emphasize that 'the Church is for the world.
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g rea t pover ty and popu la t ion exp los ion , to ma in ta in tha t 'm iss ions shou ld be

concerned with increasing rice production in India and distributing the pil l

in Latin America rather than selfishly with increasing their own membership.

Few Christians object to worthy activities,

m a n y G o d - g i v e n d u t i e s .

T h e C h u r c h a s C h u r c h h a s

The Church (i.e. the Household of God in any community

and in any nation) should truly be interested in promoting righteousness,

good health, education, physical comfort, kindliness, neighborliness,

brotherhood, and in general, humane living both in itself and in others.

The Bible tells us to do good to all men, especially to those of the Household

The Church correctly labors for an outlawing of the drug traffic, the

l iquor traffic, chi ld labor, s lavery, oppression of the poor, race prejudice,

a n d e v e r y o t h e r s o c i a l e v i l .

o f G o d .

Two other th ings are a lso t rue. One, that the Church should proclaim

that all human achievements are tainted with sin and that the best arrangements

of men are poor approximat ions of God's wi l l . The message of the Church should.

there fore , a lways be that the bread which per ishes is o f less va lue than the

B r e a d f r o m H e a v e n . The Church should not desp ise the flesh, but i t should

n e v e r d e c e i v e m e n b y s u b s t i t u t i n g i t f o r t h e S p i r i t ,

c i p l i ng t he two b i l l i on i s so vas t , so u rgen t , so nea r, and so poss ib l e t ha t

T w o , t h e t a s k o f d i s ¬

i t m u s t a l w a y s f o r m a s u b s t a n t i a l p a r t o f t h e C h u r c h ' s a c t i v i t y. T h e s u r e s t

w a y t o c o n s i g n d i s c i p l i n g t o o b l i v i o n i s t o m i x i t i n t o g e t h e r w i t h a l l t h e

o t h e r d u t i e s o f t h e C h u r c h . When tha t happens, loca l du t ies , re in fo rced by

secu lar agenc ies , the innate se lfishness o f the human hear t , and the spec ia l

p lead ings o f ves ted chu rch i n te res ts , d i ve r t e f fo r t s and funds f rom chu rch

p l a n t i n g a r o u n d t h e w o r l d t o a l l e v i a t i n g e v i l c o n d i t i o n s i n t h e n e i g h b o r h o o d

a n d n a t i o n .

W i t h t h eExac t l y t h i s has happened du r i ng t he l as t fi f t een yea rs .
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new definitions of mission, the institutional Church, facing the problems of

Eurica, has insisted that renewal, not worldwide evangelism, is the crucial

task. The Church-in-mission also has come to mean the Church serving only

human needs mos t v i v id l y be fo re us - ' the agenda o f the wor ld , ' as i t i s

c o m m o n l y c a l l e d . S ince v i v idness sp rou ts ou t o f head l i nes and te lev i s ion

screens, the mission of the Church is jockeyed into aposition where it assigns

fi r s t p l a c e t o p h y s c i a l , e d u c a t i o n a l a n d c u l t u r a l n e e d s . T h e n e e d o f m e n t o

know the Saviour, never the subject of headlines in papers or tumults on

t e l e v i s i o n , i s s t e a d i l y o v e r l o o k e d . In many denominations announcing the

Saviour to the two billion, would fade entirely were it not for the momentum

o f t h e m i s s i o n a r y s o c i e t i e s . Even these, however, to the degree that they

were taken over by the new defini t ion of mission, became less and less

interested in multiplying indigenous churches in the unchurched populations

o f A f e r i c a s i a .

I n 1 9 7 7 a g r e a t b a t t l e i n t h e t h e o l o g y o f m i s s i o n r a g e s a t t h i s p o i n t .

T h e r e a r e t w o s i d e s . On the first are ranged those who maintain that any

t r u e t h e o l o g y o f m i s s i o n w i l l a v o i d a n a r r o w, p a r t i s a n i n t e r e s t " i n t h e g r o w t hM

o f t h e C h u r c h . G o d i s i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e w o r l d fi r s t , n o t t h e C h u r c h . T h e

Chu rch i s pu re l y i ns t rumen ta l . The Kingdom of God, His rule of r ighteousness.

i s t h e g o a l . God does no t wan t men to say. L o r d , L o r d . H e w a n t s m e n , o fM ! !

O n t h e s e c o n dwhatever rel ig ion or none, who do r ighteousness and love mercy.

s ide are ranged those who main ta in tha t be l ie f in Jesus Chr is t , be ing bapt ized

in His name and l iving as responsible members of His Church are matters of

obedience. They are not open to question. We are commanded to do them. We
k

canno t subs t i t u te wha t l ooks good to us . Fu r the rmore , w i l e j us t i ce , mercy

and ahumane l i fe a re , w i thout quest ion , p leas ing to God, the bes t way to

achieve these is through the indefinite multiplication of cells of the redeemed
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(Christian churches) throughout the body politic,

t heo logy o f m i ss i on t o de fend i t s pos i t i on .

E a c h s i d e c o n s t r u c t s a

The Uppsa la document on m iss ion a l i gns i t se l f w i th the fi rs t s ide .

I t s a l i g n m e n t , c l e a r i n t h e p r o v i s i o n a l d o c u m e n t , i s p a r t i a l l y c l o u d e d i n
n S e c t i o n O n e " o f t h e fi n a l d o c u m e n t . (Uppsa la heav i l y rev i sed the p rov i s iona l

S e c t i o n O n e - t h e t h e o l o g i c a l j u s t i fi c a t i o n o f m i s s i o n - i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o f

church p lant ing evangel ism) S e c t i o n T w o " o f t h e fi n a l d o c u m e n t , h o w e v e r ,

single-eyedly urges that the Church-in-mission concern itself with philanthropy

It refuses to say that men who do not bel ieve in Chr is t

M

a n d s o c i a l a c t i o n .

and become His disciples are in danger. I t does no t even p lead tha t d i sc ip l i ng

the nations be temporarily laid aside, while, during the seventies, involvement

w i t h t h e w o r l d a t i t s d o o r s b e c o m e s t h e c h i e f c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f m i s s i o n . I t

consis tent ly emphasizes what the Church can do by ass is t ing the flesh. I t i s

s ingular ly s i lent on what the Lord of the earth can do by way of redeeming

s i n f u l m e n i n C h r i s t . I t be t rays the two b i l l i on and s t resses improv ing the

lo t o f those who are a l ready Chr is t ian .

The beginnings discerned at Wil l ingen have matured and are making a

s t rong b id to be recogn ized as a l l the miss ion there i s . T h e m e n w h o a d v o c a t e

these new var iet ies of miss ion, have now abandoned Wi l l ingen's c lear v iew of

miss ions as propagat ing the Gospel throughout the ear th and are host i le to

c h u r c h p l a n t i n g e v a n g e l i s m , c a l l i n g i t ' d e fi c i e n t i n j u s t i c e . a n d ' s e l fi s h l y

c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e C h u r c h , w h i l e G o d i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e w o r l d . A l e t t e r

on Evangelism sent out by the Division of World Mission and Evangelism

( O c t o b e r - D e c e m b e r 1 9 6 9 ) v o i c e s a c o n v i c t i o n ( w h i c h i t c a l l s a s u s p i c i o n )

the disseminat ion of re l ig ion and membership growth are not the most

trustworthy evidences of an authentic proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus

t h a t I I

C h r i s t .
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Will the shift be carried out? Many leaders of the traditional

missionary societies, possibly without seeing the issues, are following the
G e n e v a l i n e . I t i s ' i n ' to be talking about the relevant Church and being

involved in life -and who can object to these good ends? Many leaders do
not see the logical outcome of this emphasis on involvement is to diminish

or even terminate proclaiming Christ and persuading men to become His

disciples and responsible members of His Church. In many aseminary,

students think they are being contemporary when they aid the revolution and

engage in social action as asubstitute for becoming alifetime. o v e r s e a s

Th^fail to see that both need to be done.m i s s i o n a r y .

Churchmen of all sorts -ministers and missionaries -need to read

the documents on mission from Willingen through Uppsala, to see for themselves
where the bat t le is and what the rea l issues are . Then they should act so

that vigorous spread of the Gospel, evangelization of the world, discipling
of the nations, and as much constructive change in the social fabric of each

ethnic unit of mankind as is possible be brought about.

Part of the crisis in missions today is that many foreign missionary

societies which began as associations of men utterly committed to the task of

discipling the nations, have become, in effect, the
t h e i r d e n o m i n a t i o n s .

' m i s s i o n c o m m i t t e e s " o f

They are now bound to regard "discipling the nations"

merely one of the many important tasks their Churches are doing.

Mission executives, furthermore, who by virtue of their travel among

a s

the congregations, and intimate knowledge of them, are elected as national

leaders of their Synods or Conventions, become powerful clerics, and in

consequence speak, not for the foreign missionary society, but for the whole

Church, not for the conversion of the non-Christian world; but for everything

the Church should be doing. They think about all the departments and committees
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o f t h e i r e n t i r e d e n o m i n a t i o n s a s e n g a g e d i n " t h e m i s s i o n o f G o d . n W i n n i n g

t h e w o r l d t o C h r i s t i s o f t e n l e f t w i t h o u t a v o i c e . " M i s s i o n ” l e a d e r s a r e

t a l k i n g a b o u t o t h e r g o o d a c t i v i t i e s .

To some extent , theology guides act ion and Chr is t ians f rame

theologies of mission to help them see which of many good act iv i t ies God

B u t t o a g r e a t e r e x t e n t , C h r i s t i a n s ( o n t h e b a s i sw a n t s t h e m t o e m p h a s i z e ,

o f t he i r r e l i g i ous expe r i ences and t he l ead ing o f t he Ho l y Sp i r i t ) dec i de

wha t they shou ld do and then cons t ruc t theo log ies to bu t t ress the i r pos i t i ons .

We may confident ly expect that many theologies of mission today (and

particularly those which emanate from New York and Geneva) will be the sort

w h i c h d e n o m i n a t i o n a l h e a d s s h o u l d c o n s t r u c t , n o t t h o s e w h i c h m i s s i o n a r y

s o c i e t y h e a d s s h o u l d .

Heads of miss ionary soc iet ies today are tempted to th ink of themselves

'me re l y p ropaga t i ng t he Ch r i s t i an r e l i g i on . Some professionala s a b o v e I f

theologians of mission, have succumbed to this temptation and go out of their

T h e m i s s i o n o f t h e C h u r c h ,way to be l i t t l e and s t i gma t i ze chu rch p lan t i ng . '

T h e i r t h e o l o g y o fthey hold, is much broader and more Chr ist ian than that !

no t one o f p roc la im ingmiss ion is a theo logy o f "every th ing God wants done. I !

Christ and reconcil ing men to God in Him.

For tunate ly the hear t o f the Church and of most miss ionary soc ie t ies

Though the avant garde has controla n d l e a d e r s o f m i s s i o n s i s s t i l l s o u n d .

of the publications, most Christians are not with them, even though they yet

S ince t he sh i f t i s be i ng p roposed i n o l d , f am i l i a r wo rds , t hesupport them.

E v e n a f t e r i t i s s e e n , i t w i l lchange of direct ion has not yet been seen.

But when i t is both seen and bel ieved, suppor t wi l l ben o t b e b e l i e v e d .

Discipling of the nations, reconciling men to God in Jesus Christ,

bringing the nations to faith and obedience, is so ineradicably part of the

w i t h d r a w n .
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C h r i s t i a n f a i t h t h a t i n t h e l o n g r u n , t h e s h i f t c a n n o t s u c c e e d .

This is no cause for complacency, however, for in these very days.

i n t h i s l as t t h i r d o f t he twen t i e t h cen tu r y, g rea t sec t i ons o f mank ind have

turned responsive to the Gospel . I t wi l l be t ragic i f those whom God has

p r e p a r e d t o m a r c h o u t o f E g y p t , f a i l t o l e a v e t h e l a n d o f b o n d a g e b e c a u s e

an i nfluen t i a l segmen t o f t he l eade rsh ip o f t he Chu rch be l i eves t ha t i t i s

be t te r to l i be ra te the s laves in Egyp t and le t t hem worsh ip I s i s and Os i r i s ,

than to take them to the Promised Land and lead them to worship God.

C h r i s t i a n s s h o u l d s e e t h e s h i f t n o w a n d u n d e r s t a n d t h e d o u b l e t a l k

w h i c h i s a b r o a d . They mus t recogn ize , f o r examp le , t ha t ' i ndus t r i a l evange l i sm

is the new phraseology for inducing labor and management to talk together about

b e t t e r w o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s . I t has no th ing to do w i th b r ing ing men to pu t the i r

f a i t h i n J e s u s C h r i s t a s G o d a n d S a v i o u r . T h e s e c u l a r w o r l d i s s t r e s s i n g

' t r u t h i n l e n d i n g ' a n d ' t r u t h i n p a c k a g i n g . I t w o u l d b e w e l l f o r t h e C h u r c h

t o m a k e s u r e t h a t t h e r e i s s i m i l a r ' t r u t h i n m i s s i o n s . W e h a v e n o t h i n g a g a i n s t

r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t o fi t n e w c o n d i t i o n s . W e d o a g o o d d e a l o f i t o u r s e l v e s .

Bu t a l l r e i n te rp re ta t i on shou ld f r ank l y acknow ledge tha t i t i s such and shou ld

seek suppor t f rom those who bel ieve in the new in terpretat ion. N e w i n t e r p r e ¬

ta t ions shou ld no t be paras i tes on hos ts ded ica ted to d i f fe ren t ends .

Ch r i s t i ans shou ld t he re fo re suppo r t v i go rous l y t hose m iss iona ry

soc ie t ies and those miss ionar ies who in tend wor ld evangel iza t ion, espouse a

theo logy wh ich requ i res wor ld evange l i za t ion , and cons tan t l y measure the i r

methods to ascer ta in the degree to which they are achiev ing thei r end.


